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Kotel Agreement Status Update: January 2022  

31 January, 2022 

In a comment that took many Jewish organizations by surprise, Israel’s Prime Minister Naftali Bennett told 
the Jerusalem Post over the weekend that his government will not implement the plan to formally establish 
an egalitarian section at the Western Wall. 
 
 
Brief Background  

 

 Prayer arrangements at the Kotel (Western Wall), have been an intermittently controversial subject in 
Israel for many years, as well as a source of tension between Israel and global Jewry. 

 See here for JFNA’s backgrounder on the subject.  

 In 2016, following a long process of consultation where the Jewish Federations of North America played 
a leading role, a deal on the Kotel emerged between the Reform and Conservative Movements, Women 
of the Wall, the Government of Israel and other parties. The “Kotel Agreement” would see a permanent 
structure for non-Orthodox prayer that would be administered by a board chaired by the Jewish Agency 
and also comprising of the non-Orthodox streams.  

 In a historic move, all sides agreed to the compromise, which was adopted as a government resolution 
in 2016. (Fuller details of the agreement can be seen in this article as well as here). 

 However, following an outcry over the deal in the ultra-Orthodox media, in 2017 haredi politicians back-
tracked their support for the deal, and convinced the government to freeze its implementation. The deal 
has remained frozen ever since. 
 

 
The Bennett- Lapid Government Supports Implementation of the Plan 
 

 Numerous senior figures from the Israeli government that was sworn in during July 2021, indicated that 
the new government was committed to unfreezing and implementing the deal, and a number of 
ministers have publicly backed doing so. In addition, implementation of the compromise deal is one of 
the clauses in the Coalition Agreement with the Blue and White Party. See here for further details. 

 In November 2021, Alternate Prime Minister Yair Lapid said that he hoped the Agreement would be 
implemented by January, and was supported by leaders of other parties in the government coalition. 
Lapid said, “The Western Wall compromise is the right thing to do from the religious point of view, and 
also for everything connected to our relationship with the Diaspora. It has the support of the majority of 
the government and I hope we will be able to do it with the current attorney general, Avichai 
Mandelblit.” (See details here). Today, January 31, 2022, is Mandelblit’s last day in office. 

 However, as implementation of the Agreement appeared to be moving forward, opposition to such a 
move grew stronger, particularly from the ultra-Orthodox world. The head of the ultra-Orthodox Shas 
party Aryeh Deri, referring to the likely implementation of the deal, said, “This is a declaration of war on 
the country’s Jewish identity.” 

https://cdn.fedweb.org/fed-42/2/Kotel%2520Conflict%25202021.pdf
https://www.jpost.com/opinion/can-bennett-reverse-netanyahus-controversial-kotel-deal-671108
https://www.timesofisrael.com/why-the-kotel-compromise-matters-and-doesnt/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/unity-government-to-approve-egalitarian-plaza-at-kotel-frozen-by-netanyahu/
https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/politics-and-diplomacy/implement-western-wall-deal-liberman-684360?fbclid=IwAR2ifusqKJ1-IptzHdAoWT-g3dPp705oTb0ZHiOpjW7eDWlPA_tcNb2A7EQ
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 Similarly, in recent months, clashes have once again occurred at the Kotel between women’s prayer 
groups and haredi protestors. President Isaac Herzog has intervened on numerous occasions, asking 
members of Knesset from both sides of the debate to refrain from going to the Kotel when their 
presence may have ignited further tensions. Labor MK Rabbi Gilad Kariv led the Reform movement in 
Israel before being elected to the Knesset, and played a key role in negotiations. 

 Since the new government was sworn in, Religious Affairs Minister Matan Kahana (who is a member of 
Bennett’s Yamina Party) has begun implementing numerous reforms aimed at liberalizing religious life in 
the Jewish State. Most significantly, the Minister has spearheaded a major reform in the kashrut sector 
and is reportedly working on significant changes that will enable liberalization of conversion in Israel. It 
was widely assumed that he too would back implementation of the Kotel Agreement in the very near 
future. 

 However, in a surprising development, on December 12 reports emerged that Prime Minister Naftali 
Bennett and Kahana, had decided to freeze the plans to implement the Kotel Agreement. According to 
Israeli media reports, the reasons for their turn-around were recent violent confrontations at the Kotel 
and “efforts by the right wing to use the as-yet unimplemented deal to fuel incitement in Israeli society 
and against the government.” Israeli media also reported that Minister Kahana said that, “We have 
decided to not deal with this now, period. The Western Wall compromise has become a focus for 
incitement and hatred, especially by people from Likud, who are latching onto it. We cannot play into 
their hands. We’re freezing everything at the moment. We’re not touching it.” 

 
 
January 2022 – Bennett’s Comments 

  

 On January 28, 2022, Prime Minister Naftali Bennett gave an interview to the Jerusalem Post where he 
said that the current government will not be able to implement the Kotel plan. In explaining his answer, 
Bennett said “We knew in advance that we cannot advance everything… We will only act with 
consensus…This government is meant to save the country and bring it back to function. It cannot fulfill 
everyone’s wishes.”  

 Bennett noted that some members of his governing coalition were opposed to the plan, notably 
members of Knesset from his own Yamina Party as well as from Gideon Sa’ar’s New Hope Party. 

 Yamina faction head, Member of Knesset Nir Orbach said the Kotel plan was “too controversial for a 
government that is focusing on matters of consensus.” He explained that “such issues must be 
deliberated and decided in the right time and place, according to Jewish law. I believe the coalition has 
more urgent issues that must top its agenda, so I welcome the prime minister's decision.” 

 In response to the Prime Minister’s comments, Diaspora Affairs Minister Nachman Shai said that he and 
his Labor Party are still committed to the agreement. “We have made a public commitment to this plan 
and we will continue to work within the government and outside of it, together with our partners… in 
order to implement this plan in the near future.”  

 The Women of the Wall said, “The prime minister should not take the Kotel framework off the table 
without a proper explanation. Millions of Jews in Israel and the Diaspora are waiting for the prime 
minister to tell them why he is shirking responsibility for a plan he supported in the past.” 

 US-based Orthodox Rabbi Pesach Lerner, who chairs the World Zionist Organization’s Orthodox Eretz 
Hakodesh Faction, commented, “The majority of Diaspora Jews from around the world who care about 
Israel, who pray daily for her safety and security, who visit Israel, who send their kids to study in Israel, 
who invest in Israel, who make up the majority of Jews who make Aliyah to Israel, and yes, who pray at 
the Kotel - want the current Kotel traditions to continue. Every Jew is invited to come to the Kotel, to 

https://www.timesofisrael.com/scuffles-at-western-wall-as-hundreds-of-orthodox-try-to-block-progressive-prayer/
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pray at the Kotel. This majority of Jews only asks that everyone respects the traditions of the Kotel. We 
would hope that the Israeli government would respect their wishes.” 

 Despite his freezing of the Kotel plan, Bennett noted that he feels “a special closeness and caring about 
Diaspora Jewry, especially American Jewry, as someone whose parents grew up as Jews in the US who 
were unaffiliated. I want Diaspora Jews to continue their efforts to feel that they have a home here in 
Israel. Even if there are disagreements, it’s ok, but we need to keep up communication.” 
 
 

Bennett: Partial Implementation? 
 

 At the same time, Bennett also noted that some aspects of the plan would be implemented, including an 
upgrade of the physical site, as well as the removal of a large boulder that fell in the area and has 
restricted access to important parts of the egalitarian section. 

 In response to this, Minister Shai said, “We welcome any upgrade to the current egalitarian prayer 
platform, but this does not provide a full answer to the main issue, which is that there needs to be two 
prayer spaces which are equal in every regard.” 

 

 JFNA’s Israel office is working closely with the Government of Israel, the religious streams and others 
on this issue as it continues to evolve. 
 

 
As always, JFNA will continue to keep a close watch on developments and will update Federations as needed. 

 

 
For more information, please contact JFNA’s Dani Wassner, Director of Communications and Government 
Relations in Israel. 

 

 

 

Sources: Ministry of Religious Services, The Jerusalem Post, Zman Yisrael, Walla!, Kan Israel Radio, Galei Tzahal 
Radio, The Times of Israel, Ha’aretz, The Ministry of Diaspora Affairs 
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